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DECEMBER 29

ST THOMAS A BECKET, OR BECKET, ARCHBISHOP OF
CANTERBURY, MARTYR

(A.D.  1170)

[See his life by John of Salisbury, his chaplain, who attended him during most part of his exile
and was present at his death. He died Bishop of Chartres, and his learning and integrity
are much extolled by Cave, Hist. Liter, t. ii. p. 243.]

ST THOMAS BECKET was born in London in 1117, on the 2 ist of December.

His father, Gilbert Becket, was a gentleman of middling fortune who, in

his youth, made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem with divers others, and falling

into the hands of the Saracens, remained a year and a half a prisoner, or

rather a slave, to one of their emirs or admirals.    An only daughter of

this emir, hearing him one day explain the Christian faith and declare,

upon the question being put to him, that he should with the greatest joy

lay down his life for the love of God if he was made worthy of such a

happiness, was so touched as to conceive on the spot the desire of becoming

a Christian.   This she made known to Becket, who contented himself with

telling her that she would be very happy if God gave her that grace, though

it were attended with the loss of everything this world could afford.   He

and his fellow-slaves soon after made their escape in the night-time and

returned safe to London.   The young Syrian lady privately left her father's

house and followed him thither, and being instructed in the faith and

baptized by the name of Maud or Mathildes, she was married to him in

St Paul's Church by the Bishop of London.   Soon after Gilbert went back

into the East to join the crusade or holy war, and remained in those parts

three years and a half.   Maud was brought to bed of our saint a little time

after his departure, about a twelvemonth after their marriage, and being

herself very pious, she taught her son from his infancy to fear God and

inspired him with a tender devotion to the Blessed Virgin.    His father,

after his return to England, was, in his turn, sheriff1 of London.    Fitz-

Stephens assures us that he never put money out at interest, and never

embarked in any commerce, but, being contented with his patrimony, lived

on the annual income.   His death, in 1138, left our saint exposed to the

dangers of the world at an age when the greatest mistakes in life are

frequently committed.   But he had been educated in habits of temperance,

obedience, and self-denial, and was so thoroughly grounded in the maxims

of the gospel as to stand firmly upon his guard and to do nothing but by

good advice.   His father had placed him in his childhood in a monastery

of canon regulars, and after his death Thomas continued his studies in

London, where Fitz-Stephens informs us there were then three very great